
Stick to It

Jeremiah 31:27-34; Psalm 119:97-104; 2 Timothy 3:14—4:5; Luke 18:1-8

Back in July we watched Jesus teach his disciples to pray. On that occasion, he gave them

specific words to use in prayer. With this Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus teaches us how to pray, rather than

what to pray. When we dealt with the Lord’s prayer we defined prayer as conversation with God. This

Sunday’s Gospel is not so much about the proper technique for our conversations with God but

rather about our attitude. We are to keep at it. We are not to lose heart. We are to be as persistent in

seeking a relationship with God as God has been persistent in seeking a relationship with us.

Through thick and thin, we are to persevere.

The parable that Jesus tells us this Sunday is about a poor widow who kept hounding a judge

until the uncaring judge finally relented, gave in to the woman’s pleading, and gave her the justice

she needed. If she had given up and stopped pleading and pounding on the judge’s door, then she

wouldn’t have received the justice she deserved. She kept talking. She kept at it.

 A pastor had a man in his church who was a renowned labour negotiator. Whenever there

was a threat of a strike, they brought him in for mediation.

“What’s the most important aspect of a successful attempt at mediation?” he was asked.

“The main thing is to keep talking. Everything’s on the table. The only truly wrong thing you

can do is to stop talking.” His words remind me of Jesus’s words in this Sunday’s parable.

Why do we have to come to church and worship every week? Well, the things that we do in

church—confess our sin, ask for forgiveness, bend our lives to the ancient scriptures, pause from our

busy schedules and take an honest look at ourselves—are the practices that do not come naturally.

Few of us have a burning desire to admit to our wrongdoing and our sin. Therefore the church has to
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teach us to do that habitually. We have to do it every week. Eventually, we get the hang of it. We are

trying hard to be honest about ourselves—it’s just the way we are. This is the fruit of being asked to

worship every week.

Why do we have to say the Lord’s prayer every Sunday? Engaging in honest, earnest,

conversation with God is not something that we are born knowing how to do. What words do we say?

Do we begin with petition or with praise? Maybe that’s why Jesus, when his disciples asked him,

“teach us how to pray,” gave them a prayer that they are to say over and over again. Eventually, if we

say it by rote memorization, if we just say the words that Jesus taught us, we come to say the Lord’s

Prayer by heart.

“The story of the prodigal son? Again? I’ve already heard that story, a dozen times. Oh no

preacher, not again.” But invariably, when we repeat some old, old story one more time, we see new

meaning in it. The story hasn’t changed, but we have. We find a new doorway into the story and see

something that we missed before. God speaks to us in ways that we had not imagined before.

In the church, we have to keep repeating things, going over the same material, week after

week, repeating the same prayers and stories, because here is a way that few want to walk. No one

is born into this faith. None of it comes naturally. We can only persist in this faith through

perseverance and persistence. We have to repeat the words of the Creed, “ We believe!” And then

we fall away. We doubt. We become uncertain. We have to come right back the next week, stand up

again, and say one more time, “We believe.”

It’s persistence that overcomes our natural inclinations and moves us closer to faithful

discipleship.

As a minister, sometimes when a couple is having problems in their marriage, the couple says,

“Our marriage is in trouble because we just seem to argue all the time.”
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Sometimes I say, “Arguing can be good. At least you are busy talking, listening, negotiating,

understanding. The worst thing is for either of you to just go silent. Don’t shut down. Keep talking!”

I heard about a church, not us but one a lot like us, that becam e convicted about the problem

of homelessness in their community. A man who was homeless, whom some had seen sleeping on

the church steps at night, was brutally beaten by some unknown assailant. He was discovered by the

church custodian the next morning. The church paid for him to be taken to the hospital, but he died.

That one terrible event served as a catalyst to mobilize the congregation. Meetings were held.

A plan of action was drawn up. The church formed a plan to open its doors to people experiencing

homelessness each evening. Volunteers were recruited and secured. Other volunteers prepared food

and it seems as if everyone was excited about the church taking on this mission of providing a safe,

caring environment for those who needed it.

Things went well, for a while. The first night, four homeless people showed up at the church.

Then, by the end of the first week, a dozen people were receiving meals and sleeping at the church.

Some of the homeless people in town left the city homeless shelter, finding the church’s facilities

much more congenial and caring than the city shelter. The numbers continue to grow. The

congregation realized that it was fast reaching its limit. So teams from the congregation went to other

churches asking them for help, asking for volunteer monitors and hosts to spend the night at the

church monitoring, and also providing meals and funding. They got few takers.

One evening, 60 homeless people were staying in the church. The church office was broken

into and a few things were stolen. The next night, there was a knifing in one of the washrooms of the

church.

One year later, the church ceased its efforts to solve the problem of homelessness in their

town. The church is locked securely all night. The efforts of the church to address homelessness are
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limited to a yearly cash contribution to the city homeless shelter.

“If the problem of homelessness were easily solved,” mused the pastor, “it would have been

solved by now. We meant well, but we just weren’t able to persist with our efforts over the long haul.”

Oh, if Jesus had only asked us to have a positive attitude toward our neighbours in need, to take up

an occasional collection, to show some expressions of sympathy for their plight, then perhaps he

would not have told the story about the persistent woman seeking justice. One wonders how many

good deeds go undone, how many good intentions are unfulfilled, not because people do not mean

well, but that their good intentions are not wedded with dogged persistence.

I’ll admit that persistence is not at the top of anybody’s list of noble virtues. But it seems to me

that in today’s parable, Jesus dares to place persistence right up at the top of the virtues that he

values. And while that is not very good news for those of us who find it difficult to keep at it, to be

persistent, and to keep trying to be a faithful disciple, this is good news for many of the rest of you.

There are those who don’t see yourselves as theologians. You’ve never liked philosophy, much less

theology. Your thinking is not deep as far as the world regards these matters. Yet you are persistent.

You stick to it.

Likewise, there are those who may not the most consistent in their faith in Christ. You tend to

burn hot and then grow cold. One day you’re on the mountaintop with Jesus, and the next day you’re

down in the valley with, well, whomever. But though you may not be consistent, you are at least

persistent. You keep walking with Jesus. You may lag behind from time to time, but you keep

walking, you keep talking, and you keep listening.

I heard of a woman who prayed for twenty years for God to give her a sense of peace in her

interactions with others. She had been diagnosed as suffering from an anxiety disorder. She had

tried medication, but the drugs didn’t seem to help much. So she kept praying, “Lord, if it be thy will,
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please deliver me from my affliction. Make me less anxious.”

There came that point in her life when she was finally delivered of her affliction. Her doctor’s

opinion was, “you just grew out of it.” She was forty-eight years old and had suffered from anxiety for

all of her life? Surely there was more than “you just grow out of it.”

She believed that her prayers over twenty years at last had been answered. That was her

explanation. She asked her minister: “What if I had stopped praying after just a year or so? What if I

had just given up?”

What if she had not been like that persistent widow?

In this Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus praises each one of you for your persistence. Keep persisting!

Eventually you may receive the firm and sure faith that you desire. One day the things that you are

causing you confusion and consternation in your thinking about God may fall into place. It will all

make sense to you and be real. In the meantime, bless you for your persistence. Stick to it and keep

on, keeping on. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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